We present and critically examine the links between the role of formal appraisal procedures, appraisal teams, and project champions and their infl uence in the selection of information communication technology projects in the Czech Republic and the UK. Our research is empirical and uses comparative analysis and exploratory descriptive analysis to interpret the fi ndings. We draw on the economic, management and consensus-performance literature, and optimism bias theory to support our research. Our fi ndings show signifi cant diff erences in the practices between the Czech Republic and the UK, which we believe are the result of cultural and economic diversities. There is a high level of involvement of a project champion in the selection of projects with concern being expressed over their excessive/biased infl uence in the decision-making process. An important fi nding from our research reveals that adopting clearly defi ned appraisal/selection procedures may reduce this biased infl uence. As project failure can result from the infl uence of a project champion at the project selection stage, it is important to fi ll this perceived gap in the literature. The research is the only empirical study of its kind conducted simultaneously in the Czech Republic and the UK.
Introduction
Information and communication technology (ICT) has become an integral part, not only of industry, but also of our everyday life. The importance of ICT should not be underestimated (Oxford Economics, 2011) , neither should be underestimated the problems associated with the appraisal of such investments (Doherty et al., 2012) . It is clear, however, that from an economic point of view, it is necessary to ensure the profi tability of ICT investments, as these projects compete for scarce resources with a variety of other projects. Lin et al. (2005) recapitulate several studies from around the world describing failures of companies when deriving benefi ts of their information technology projects. Furthermore, a report by Renkema (1998) revealed that around 70% of all IT investments give no adequate return on investment. From these fi ndings we fi nd out that the problem of ICT project appraisals is extremely important from both a theoretical as well as practical point of view.
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Josef Hynek, University of Hradec Králové, Hradec Králové, Czech Republic (josef.hynek@uhk.cz); Václav Janeček University of Hradec Králové, Hradec Králové, Czech Republic (vaclav.janecek@uhk.cz). DOI: 10.18267/j.pep.551 Much of the academic debate over the past two decades on IS/IT and ICT capital investments has been focussed on the development and critical examination of different appraisal/evaluation methods. Much lesser attention has been paid to multifarious circumstances under which these methods and tools have been used. In particular, we are interested in the infl uence of core individuals, such as project champions, on the ICT project selection process and their possibility to bias the relevant decision.
Research shows that project champions could have a signifi cant infl uence at the appraisal phase of project selection, despite the fact that the project is not in the best interest of the company. Cross and Brodit (2001) argue that the decision makers' former experience can bias their perceptions when facing a new situation as with the new type of technology being assessed. The infl uence of a project champion could easily lead to a decision that is based on the sole convictions of that individual. Lefl ey (2006) provided the empirical evidence that a project champion may be in a position to infl uence the project selection decision, which could result in being detrimental to the organisation. Lefl ey (2008) argues that the utilisation of the fi nancial appraisal profi le (FAP) model could help organisations to identify this bias and thereby take steps to eliminate it. Jugdev et al. (2013) concludes that future research should be aimed at the paradigm of project managements' role as an "infl uencer" rather than as a "controller", a view that is supported by this research.
Much of the literature has focussed on the implementation stage of project management, especially in the success/failure paradigm, with the project champion seen as playing an important role in project success (Davis, 2014; Cooke-Davies, 2002; Pinto and Slevin, 1989) . As project failure can result from the biased infl uence of a project champion at the project selection stage, it is important to fi ll what we perceive to be a gap in the literature. While the management literature distinguishes between a "project owner" and a "project manager" (see, for example, Andersen, 2012) , a "project champion" can fi t in to either of these roles. It is therefore important to identify a project champion and determine their infl uence at the project selection stage. Farbey et al. (1993) argue that the process of appraising new capital investments is always a political process; in so far, as it touches on the diverse interests of many people and groups. While Remenyi et al. (2000) argue that, if there are any hidden agendas in the evaluation, then these will lead to questionable results, both from a practical point of view, as well as from an ethical viewpoint. Davis (2014) points out, that different stakeholders have distinct project perceptions and agendas, but that their perception of project success is unclear.
It is clear that these issues could be extremely important both from a practical as well as theoretical point of view. Our paper reports on research into current ICT appraisal practices of major organisations trading in the Czech Republic and the UK and aims to address some of the myths regarding such practices. We look specifi cally at the role of formal appraisals and teams in the process of ICT project appraisals, and the infl uence of project champions at the project selection stage. We believe that the results from our research could enrich the ongoing discussion focussed on ICT project appraisals and provide further evidence that management should pay attention to these important issues.
Research Methodology and Objectives
In order to obtain a wide range of data from a diversity of organisations, a postal questionnaire, designed around a factual and attitudinal survey, was selected as the appropriate research methodology (Ward et al., 1996) . The survey was simultaneously conducted in the Czech Republic and the UK and was addressed to the largest (by turnover) 650 (the net target sample was 625) Czech Republic organisations taken from the Albertina database and 500 (the net target sample was 470) UK trading organisations from a list prepared by County Data Publishing Ltd. The net target sample has been arrived at after taking into account, for example, returned uncompleted and spoilt/unusable questionnaires.
The respondents were asked to answer certain questions 'in relation to the most recent ICT project that their organisation had evaluated with which they were familiar'. Eighty-one (net response rate 13%) valid responses were received with regard to the Czech Republic and seventy-one (net response rate 15%) in respect of the UK. The response rates were deemed acceptable, considering the current economic global recession and the strategic nature of the questionnaire, and are in line with, for example, Cotton and Schinski (1999) who achieved a response rate of 16%. The number of usable responses was greater than the thirty-nine achieved by Berry (2013) ; the sixty-fi ve achieved by Harris et al. (2009) ; and the fi fty-six achieved by Ballantine and Stray (1999) in the second stage of their research. The Czech Republic respondents comprised of forty-six chief fi nancial offi cers, thirteen IT/administration managers, twelve chief executive offi cers, and eight other managers from a range of areas of responsibility (two respondents did not state their area of responsibility). The UK respondents comprised of forty-fi ve fi nancial directors/chief fi nancial offi cers, nineteen IT/administration senior executives, and seven chief executive offi cers/managing directors. The business sector analysis of responding organisations is shown in Table 1 .
A standard crosscheck analysis was undertaken to verify the compatibility of the data. The wide range of business activities in the responding organisations (Table 1) refl ects the diversity of the initially selected target samples.
Our research is empirical and uses comparative analysis and exploratory descriptive analysis to interpret the fi ndings and is believed to be the only study of its kind simultaneously conducted in the Czech Republic and the UK. We draw on the economic, management and consensus-performance literature, and optimism bias theory to support our research.
The main objective of our paper is to present and critically examine the selected results from our research linking the role and infl uence of project champions, in connection with the appraisal of ICT projects, with, (1) the use of formal appraisal guidelines, and (2) investment appraisal teams.
We were interested in learning if a project champion was perceived to have an adverse bias on project selection as the literature suggests. More specifi cally, the research questions this paper addresses are: 
Survey Results and Discussion

The use of formal procedures/guidelines
The lack of formal guidelines for appraising ICT projects has been highlighted, for example, by Heemstra and Kusters (2004) . Furthermore, Remenyi et al. (2000) point out that many organisations have special rules for IT investment decisions that differ from those adopted for core business investment decisions and that the signing limits are frequently different too. While some organisations in the past have relaxed rigorous appraisal processes due to the strategic nature of ICT investment, it is strongly recommended that an organisation should apply the same appraisal rules and criteria to decisions about ICT, as these projects should compete for all too scarce cash resources as any other non-ICT project.
Our research shows that forty-six (56.8%) of the Czech Republic and forty-seven (66.2%) of the UK responding organisations have clearly defi ned procedures (e.g. written guidelines) for appraising ICT capital projects (Table 2) . These fi gures show no signifi cant difference between the two countries. Although the use of formal guidelines is higher than previously indicated in the literature (Heemstra and Kusters, 2004) , the number is still very disappointing. Lack of formal guidelines results in a lack of consistency in decision-making, leading to less transparency and greater opportunity for manipulating the decision-outcome.
We also inquired as to whether all ICT projects were formally evaluated (Table 3) . With regard to the Czech Republic, forty-eight (60.8%) organisations formally appraised all ICT capital projects, which indicates that thirty-one (39.2%) did not. The fi gures for the UK were respectively, twenty-four (33.8%) and forty-seven (66.2%). The difference between the two countries was signifi cant at the p < 0.05, with the UK showing a smaller number of organisations appraising all ICT projects. An interesting fact is that two Czech Republic respondents, who claimed that their organisations have no clearly defi ned procedures for evaluating ICT projects, still carry out a formal evaluation of all ICT projects. On the other hand, while forty-seven UK organisations had formal guidelines in place for appraising ICT projects, only twentyfour formally appraised all ICT projects. Although this may indicate that a formal capital investment appraisal may not be relevant for all ICT investments (Ballantine et al., 1996) , it is also of concern, especially in the UK, that some projects may, therefore, be accepted or rejected on an informal and less structured assessment.
Investment appraisal teams
As part of our research, we were interested in organisational setup of the appraisal procedure and whether individuals or management teams evaluate ICT projects. When adopting a team approach to the appraisal of capital assets, it is important that the procedure does not allow the process of "group think" (Janis, 1972) to develop. Janis (1972, p. 16 ) refers to group think as "a deterioration of mental effi ciency, reality testing and moral judgement that results from in-group pressures". This in-group pressure is one of conformity -where group members wish to remain amiable with each other, reassuring a sense of solidarity and concurrence on all matters. While confl ict between the various managerial functions will exist in many organisations, it is important that it is maintained at a constructive "level of tension", in order to ensure group effectiveness and effi ciency, with managers still strongly expressing their own points of view. Confl ict should therefore be maintained at a controllable level. Controlled confl ict is one way of avoiding "group think".
Our research shows that, with respect to the Czech Republic, fi fty-three (72.6%) ICT projects were evaluated by an investment appraisal team, with forty (75.5%) of the respondents being part of those teams (Table 4 ). The fi gures for the UK were, respectively, sixty-four (90.1%) and fi fty-nine (92.2%). This shows a signifi cant difference (at p < 0.05 level) between the Czech Republic and the UK with respect to both the number of ICT projects assessed by a management team and the number of respondents who were part of those teams, with the UK indicating higher levels in both cases. With respect to the Czech Republic, eleven (20.8%) teams consisted of the same individuals and for the UK the fi gure was six (9.4%), indicating that a large number (Czech Republic = 79.2% and UK = 90.6%) of the teams consisted of different individuals. Although the difference between the Czech Republic and the UK was not signifi cant at p < 0.05, it was signifi cant at p < 0.10, indicating a greater number of the Czech Republic teams were made-up of different individuals. Of the forty Czech Republic respondents who were part of a team, twenty-three had responsibility for fi nance, six for general management and fi ve for information technology. While, with respect to the UK, of the fi fty-nine respondents, thirty-seven had responsibility for fi nance, eleven for information technology, and seven for general management. Functional responsibilities of the respondents who were team members.
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The importance of a team approach to the appraisal of ICT capital projects has been highlighted in the literature (see, for example, Lefl ey, 2008) . A team approach is well recognised for stimulating commitment and achieving optimal decisions than an individualistic managerial approach. Small groups are natural structures and superb agencies for solving problems (Hyde, 1986) . While the composition of the investment appraisal team is important in respect to the members' varied managerial disciplines, it is also essential to appreciate that their other demographic characteristics (basic social attributes such as age, sex, educational standard, length of service, etc.) may be equally important and may well account for the fact that some teams will be more effi cient than others (Hambrick, 1994) . Cultural values are also seen as having a signifi cant infl uence on project team performance (Jetu and Riedl, 2013) . It is therefore encouraging to report that some organisations, especially in the UK, have adopted what academics prescribe in respect of the use of appraisal teams. Our research shows that these teams are not always made up of the same individuals, indicating that demographic characteristics may play an important role in team composition: fi nance professionals being included in the team because of their fi nancial knowledge, IT specialists because of their expertise and knowledge of ICT, and general management because of their organisational skills.
Project champion
Having discussed the formal appraisal and team infl uence on ICT project selection, we now turn to "individual" infl uence in the person of a "project champion". A project champion is a person who is dedicated to seeing a project successfully completed. Farbey et al. (1992) argue that project champions have, "a major infl uence in getting the project accepted". The role of a project champion can have both a positive and negative infl uence on capital project appraisals (Lefl ey, 2006; Cross and Brodit, 2001 ). Kandemir et al. (2006) argue that a strong project champion can enhance internal and external team communication. They also conclude that a strong project champion is a key factor to project success. This view is also supported by Ruskin, (1995) , who concludes that the key to project success "is almost entirely in the hands of the product champion".
The importance of the role of a project champion at the project implementation stage is not in question (Müller and Jugdev, 2012; Wickramasinghe and Gunawardena, 2010; Nah and Lau, 2001; and Rosario, 2000) . However, Lefl ey (2006) concluded, "that a project champion may be in a position to infl uence the project selection decision, possibly to the detriment of their organisation". Lefl ey also argues that such a person can unduly bias project selection in a way that is epitomised by the optimism bias theory. Optimism bias theory asserts that there is a systemic tendency for managers to be over-optimistic about the outcome of planned events. This includes over-estimating the probability of positive events and under-estimating the probability of negative events. Andersen (2012) argues that a project champion "is a person who breaks down resistance to a project and uses all the weapons available to see a project succeed". Morton (1983) argues that a project champion, must be both the project's "staunchest advocate and its sternest critic", but warns that if a project is "built on a lie", then catastrophic failure may ensue.
We agree that a project champion has a vital role to play at the implementation stage in seeing the project through to successful completion (once it has been approved). We are also of the view that such a person may be over enthusiastic at the project selection stage, which can be detrimental to the organisation, in that the project may not be successful.
It seems from the literature that research into the role of the project champion has been focused on the implementation rather than the appraisal stage of project management. This clearly indicates a gap in the literature, which this paper sets out to address. Note: Seven CZ respondents did not answer this part of the questionnaire.
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With respect to the recently appraised ICT projects, sixty-eight (91.9%) of the Czech Republic respondents and fi fty-fi ve (77.5%) of the UK respondents stated that a project champion was involved at the project appraisal stage (Table 5 ). This shows a signifi cant difference between the Czech Republic and the UK at p < 0.05 level, with the Czech Republic indicating the involvement of a greater number of project champions. Of the Czech Republic respondents, twelve acknowledged that they were the project champion, while for the UK the fi gure was fourteen. Twenty Czech Republic and seventeen UK respondents were of the opinion that the project champion had too much infl uence on the project selection, suggesting that an undue infl uence may have occurred. A further interesting observation is that six (50%) Czech Republic and four (28.6%) UK respondents, who identifi ed themselves as the project champion, actually stated that they had too much infl uence at the project selection stage.
We argue that the above fi gures clearly indicate that a project champion may have too much infl uence at the project selection stage as, based on consolidated fi gures, 38.5% of those respondents who acknowledged that they were the project champion were of the opinion that they had too much infl uence. Also, 30.1% [37 (number of respondents who expressed the opinion that a project champion had too much infl uence) / 123 (number of project champions involved in the appraisal process)] of respondents, again based on consolidated fi gures, were of the general opinion that a project champion had too much infl uence. On the basis of the above evidence, it is our view that a project champion is perceived to have too much infl uence at the project selection stage and is therefore in a position to bias the investment decision. Farbey et al. (1992) found that the appraisal of IT projects relied heavily on a project champion to the extent that a large number of projects would not have gone ahead without their support. They also found that, "it was up to the champion to do whatever he or she thought necessary to gain approval". We do not advocate that a project champion is excluded from the appraisal team; but we do suggest that any over-enthusiasm on their part for the project should be monitored and taken into account. It is important to include the project champion, who in many cases may be the project's proposer, in the team in order to elicit factual data and loyal commitment at the implementation stage.
Project champion and the link to formal appraisal procedures
We investigated if a project champion had a greater infl uence to bias project selection where their organisation did not have clearly defi ned procedures for assessing ICT projects.
Eight (19.0%) Czech Republic project champions [UK: ten (21.3%)], who were judged to have too much infl uence, operated in an environment where their organisation had clearly defi ned procedures, while twelve Czech Republic (37.5%) and seven [UK (29.2%)] operated in an environment where their organisation did not have clearly defi ned procedures (Table 6 ). We can report that there was no signifi cant difference between the Czech Republic and the UK or between those project champions who operated in either an environment where their organisation had clearly defi ned procedures or not, at p < 0.05 level. We are therefore unable to reject H1 null hypotheses, "There is no perceived difference in the excessive infl uence of a project champion between the existence or non-existence of clearly defi ned procedures for assessing ICT project", at this level. This indicates that having or not having formal procedures to appraise ICT capital projects does not affect a project champion's undue infl uence. However, increasing the signifi cance level to p < 0.10, we fi nd that there is a difference with respect to the Czech Republic, in that it is perceived that a project champion has too much infl uence when their organisation does not have clearly defi ned procedures for assessing ICT projects. This is also supported by taking a more European view, by consolidating the CZ and UK data (Table 6 ) This leads us to reject the null hypotheses at p < 0.10 level, indicating that a project champions' excessive infl uence is greater when their organisation does not have clearly defi ned procedures for assessing ICT projects. This fi nding is important and should be the subject of future research. It may indicate that adopting clearly defi ned procedures in the appraisal of capital assets may reduce any biased infl uence of a project champion at the project selection stage. 
Project champions and the link with appraisal teams
A further examination of our data encouraged us to explore deeper into the role of a project champion and to fi nd some patterns of behaviour that would help us understand better their role at the project selection stage. We were therefore interested in any link between the investment appraisal team and the involvement of a project champion. Were all the project champions part of a team? With respect to the Czech Republic, we have seen from Table 4 that teams assessed fi fty-three projects, and in respect of the UK, the number was sixtyfour. In Table 7 , we show that fi fty (94.3%) of the Czech Republic teams and 50 (78.1%) of the UK teams included a project champion. The difference was signifi cant at p < 0.05, showing a greater number of Czech Republic projects that were assessed by teams included a project champion. Eighteen (26.5%) Czech Republic projects and 5 (9.1%) UK projects, which were not assessed by a team, involved a project champion. The difference was again signifi cant at p < 0.05, showing that the number of project champions who were not part of a team was greater in the Czech Republic. Three (5.7%) Czech Republic teams and 14 (21.9%) UK teams did not include a project champion.
As we clearly defi ned for our respondents that a project champion is a person who has a major infl uence in getting the project accepted, it is clear from our research that the infl uence of such a person could be very strong. It is also an interesting observation that out of the 53 Czech Republic cases, when the particular project was evaluated by an investment appraisal team, there were only three (5.7%) instances when a project champion was not included. With respect to the UK, 64 teams were involved and of these 14 (21.9%) did not consist of a project champion. This shows a signifi cant difference between the Czech Republic and UK at p < 0.05 level, with the UK indicating a greater number of teams without a project champion than the Czech Republic. Altogether, these results clearly demonstrate that the role of project champion in the appraisal/selection process of ICT projects is very important.
Having reported that twenty Czech Republic and seventeen UK respondents had expressed their belief that a project champion had too much infl uence on project appraisal/ selection, we were interested as to whether the level of this infl uence is somehow related to the existence or non-existence of an investment appraisal team. Of the above respondents, six Czech Republic and four UK were of the opinion that they, as project champions, had too much infl uence (Table 5 ). As we have already reported, there were fi fty-three Czech Republic and sixty-four UK projects that were assessed by an investment appraisal team and of those teams; fi fty Czech Republic and fi fty UK included a project champion. This shows that a high number of teams included a project champion, leading us to believe that the project champion had an important role to play. As to whether his/her infl uence was excessive is highlighted by the fact that fourteen Czech Republic and fourteen UK believed that a project champion, who was part of a team, had too much infl uence. In the case of both countries, therefore, 28% of project champions, who were part of a team, are believed to have too much infl uence, leading us to conclude that a project champion, who is part of a team, may bias the acceptance of a project. This leads us to believe that a project champion may have had excessive infl uence in 26.4% (14/53) of Czech Republic projects and 21.9% (14/64) of UK projects. It seems reasonable to assume that the non-existence of an investment appraisal team may create a more favourable condition and give space for a project champion to exercise their dominancy. We therefore decided to test this view. Of the twenty Czech Republic and seven UK cases (Table 4) where projects were not assessed by a team, six Czech Republic (30%) and three UK (42.9%) respondents (Table 7) were of the opinion that the project champion had too much infl uence. This led us to conclude that a project champion may also bias the acceptance of a project when the appraisal process does not involve a team approach.
Based on this evidence, we set out to investigate if a project champion had a greater infl uence to bias project selection as part of a team or were there was no team involvement, leading us to test the following null hypotheses: H2, "There is no difference in the excessive infl uence of a project champion between a team or non-team approach to the appraisal of ICT projects" (Table 7) . We are unable to reject this null hypothesis (at p < 0.05 level) based on the Czech Republic, the UK or consolidated data and therefore conclude that any excessive infl uence of a project champion is not infl uenced by the adoption of a team or non-team approach to the appraisal/selection of ICT capital projects.
Conclusion
This paper sets out to present and critically examine the links between the formal appraisal, the role of investment appraisal teams, and the role of a project champion and their infl uence at the ICT project appraisal/selection stage. We believe that this research will enrich the ongoing discussion focussed on ICT project appraisals and fi ll, what we perceive to be, a gap in the literature. Our fi ndings show some signifi cant differences in the practices between the Czech Republic and the UK, which we believe are the result of cultural and economic diversities.
Although we report an increase in the use of formal guidelines in the appraisal of ICT projects, the number is still disappointing. We believe that this paucity of formal guidelines results in a lack of consistency in decision-making, leading to less transparency and greater opportunity for manipulating the decision-outcome. In addition, the fact that not all ICT projects are formally evaluated may lead to an accept/reject decision being made on an informal and less structured assessment or no assessment at all. We found a signifi cant difference (at p < 0.05 level) between the Czech Republic and the UK in that a greater number of Czech Republic organisations formally appraising all ICT projects.
Although the literature suggests that formal appraisals may not be relevant for all ICT projects, this is not a view that we fully support. We found a signifi cant difference (at p < 0.05 level) between the Czech Republic and the UK in that the UK shows a greater number of ICT projects being assessed by investment appraisal/selection teams and a greater number of respondents being part of an investment team.
A team approach to decision-making is well recognised for stimulating commitment and achieving optimal decisions than an individualistic managerial approach. This is especially applicable to the appraisal of ICT and other capital investments. It is therefore encouraging to report a high level of team involvement, thus supporting the views of academics. The importance of the demographic characteristics of team members is also evident, with teams not always being constituted of the same individuals. Finance professionals being included in the team because of their fi nancial knowledge, IT specialists because of their expertise and knowledge of ICT, and general management because of their organisational skills.
While we do not dispute the importance of a project champion in seeing a project to successful completion, we are concerned that such a person may bias and overly infl uence the project selection stage. Our research shows that there is a high involvement of project champions in the appraisal/selection of ICT capital projects. Their infl uence, however, is a cause for concern, in that a large number of respondents to our research believed that the project champion had too much of an infl uence. It is even more alarming when we fi nd that some of those who expressed this concern were actually project champions themselves. We found a signifi cant difference (at p < 0.05 level) between the Czech Republic and the UK in that the Czech Republic shows a greater number of project champions being involved at the appraisal/selection stage of ICT capital projects.
Our focus now turns to the generic relationships between, formal appraisal, teams, and project champions.
A more detailed examination of the data from our research revealed that a project champion was perceived to have the same excessive infl uence as part of a team or acting independently where a team does not assess the project. We were, however, unable to prove that the non-existence of an investment appraisal team constitutes more or less favourable conditions for a project champion's dominancy.
Of some importance, however, we did fi nd support for the notion that a project champion's infl uence is greater when their organisation did not have clearly defi ned procedures for assessing ICT projects. This indicates that adopting clearly defi ned procedures for the appraisal of capital assets may reduce any biased infl uence of a project champion, leading to better decision-making. This important fi nding should be the subject of future research.
